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On ‘November 17 and 19, 1993, the U S House of Representatrves and Senate cast historic votes 

ratrfjring the implementmg legislation of the North Amerrcan Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 

creating the largest free trade area m hstory wrth a market of $7 t&on and 365 million 

consumers Congress’ decrsron was an extraordmary tnumph for President Chnton who m hrs first 

year m office put his politrcal prestige on the line lobbymg Congress for an unprecedented trade 

agreement conceived and negotiated by his predeccessor The NAFTA set off a wrenchmg and 

defimng natronal debate about America’s role in the post-Cold War global economy spurrmg into 

oppositron an unusual pohtical alliance of a conservative Texas brllionarre, a rightwmg Repubhcan 

politicran, liberal consumer nghts advocates, environmental organizations and the AFL-CIO At 

times facing seemmgly hopeless odds, President Clinton used hrs considerable politrcal, public 

speaking and bargaming skills to secure a stunnmg brpartrsan victory in favor of free trade The 

followmg paper exammes President Clinton’s trade pohcy objectrves, strategy and tactics in 

successfully pushmg through the NAFTA 

Background 

In June 1990, President George Bush and Mexrcan President Carlos Salinas issued a Joint 

statement endorsmg the idea of a comprehensrve free trade agreement between the two countries 

Shortly thereafter, Canadran Prime Mimster Bnan Mulroney jomed Bush and Salinas in 

announcing their mtentron to pursue a North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), building 

on the existmg free trade arrangement beween the U S and Canada r In May 1991, the U S 

Congress gave President Bush the “fast-track” authority he sought to negotiate the agreement 

Tnlateral negotiations began in June 199 1, an agreement was signed on August 12,1992, and 

submrtted to Congress m December 1992. Under the fast track provtsions, Congress had to vote 

on the implementing legislation in 1993, and If ratrfied, the NAFTA would take effect on January 

1,1994 
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The NAFTA IS an improved version of the Canada-U S Free Trade Agreement of 1988 The 

agreement mvolves commitments by Mexico to adopt far reachmg trade and Investment 

hber+hzatron policies simrlar to those existmg m the U S and Canada However, the NAFTA 

goes much further by addressmg issues not covered in the 1988 agreement, such as intellectual 

property rights, rules of ongm and transportatron The NAFTA provrdes for the phased 

elimination of all tanff and most nontanff barriers to trade within 10 years, although a hmited 

number of strategrc rmports wrll have a 15 year transmon penod In addition, the NAFTA grves 

national treatment to the mvestments of all three countries, has an innovatrve dispute settlement 

mechamsm, covers trade in financial servrces, and agriculture, and facrhtates greater cooperatron 

on the environmental front 2 

Clinton on NAFTA 

In an Dctober 1992 speech at North Carohna State Unrverstty, Democratrc Presrdentral candidate 

Governor Bill Clinton announced his support for the XAFTA, but declared the agreement had 

“serious omrssrons” regardmg labor and the environment 3 The purpose of the supplemental 

agreements, accordmg to Clinton, was to commit each country to rigdly enforce its own 

environmental and labor standards The NAFTA supporters aflirmed that Mexico was not a 

polluter’s haven arguing that Its laws on the envrronment were adequate The NAFTA cntrcs 

countered that Mexico’s environmmental record was poor Clinton seized the middle ground by 

skillfully focusmg on the question of ensurmg the enforcement of Mexrco’s own laws On labor, 
I 

.J hrs calls for guarantees on workers’ rights and worker retraming were an electoral ploy to 
/ --- ____- -*- -- 

maintain organized labor support for hrs candidacy 

On January 8, 1993, President-elect Clinton rea&med his support for NAFTA in a meeting wrth 

Mexrcan President Carlos Salinas In the discussrons, President-elect Clinton made clear that he 

did not seek to renegotiate the text of the trade treaty, but that hts government was keen on 

concludmg envnonmental and labor srde agreements as the basis for strengthening Mexrco’s 
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commitment to strictly adhere to its own environmental and labor legislation Consistent with a 

rational policy approach, Clinton also tasked members of hts transitron team, headed by &chard *---- ---- 

Fembkr& ms advrsor on Latm America and later National Security Council Stti Director for 

Latm America, to develop a regional strategy paper to focus U S Latm Amenca policy on free 
--- ----- .---- -_____ 

trade The paper entitled, Convergence and Commumty The Americas m 1993, extolled the 

vrrtues of free trade as essentral to spurr economic growth, and development while rev~trhzing 

prospects for a more prosperous, harmonious and democratic future for our Hemispheric 

neighbors a In broader terms, the strategy paper blended U S foreign pohcy objectives toward 

Mexico m the context of U S economrc security interests Clinton and his advisors envrsroned 

NAFTA and other trade agreements as a critical component of an economrc strategy to make the 

U S economy more competmve m global market and capable of generatmg more growth and 

employment opportumtres 

The NAFTA Debate 

The pro-NAFTA forces used economic arguments in support of free trade They asserted 

Increased trade wrth Mexrco would boost U S exports and growth By ehminatmg barriers to 

trade rn the Mexican economy, NAFTA would enhance U S access to a market already 

accouuting for nearly 10 percent of total U S exports, or more than $40 bilhon Moreover, since 

U S ta.rnYFs averaged only 4 percent, whrle Mexico’s were closer to 20 percent, a free trade pact 
I / 

actually forced Mexico to do most of the market hberalizatron Also, proponents churned that 

NAFTA would lead to the net creation of 200,000 high wage export Jobs by 1995 Finally, the 

NAFTA met key U S forergn pohcy objectives of keeping Mexico on a democratic, free market 
I 
I 

path A stronger, more prosperous Mexico served U S pohtical and economic interests 

rernforcmg Mexican cooperation on narcohcs and illegal immigration 

Equally passionate, the arm-NAFTA forces’ chief argument was that as Mexmo rarsed its 
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industrial potential, its low wages would make their products less costly The movement of U S 

firms to Mexrco would result in a massrve loss of manufactunng jobs m Amenca Also, the 

projected nse m unemployment would tngger major dechnes m U S wage levels and lower hvmg 
-_ -- 

standards Thts argument was famously captured in Ross Perot’s claim of a “giant suckmg 
-----_IM. 

sound” of U S jobs moving to Mexrco In addition to the unemployment threat crted by 
L-- 
protectromsts, several other issues emerged m the debate The first was a growmg concern by 

U S envrronmentalists that rising economrc activrty would worsen Mexico’s environmental 

situatron The envn-onmentahsts crted the ecological disaster in Mextco’s maqurla belt south of 
_---- - . -- ----____ c 

the RIO Grande, which had engendered serious water and an pollution problems on the U S side 

Anti,-NAFTA forces also challenged the assertion that hrger rates of economrc growth m Mexrco 

would, by rarsing Job opportunttres, reduce the flood of illegal mrmigrants to the U S The 

opponents countered that massive bankruptaes sparked by the removal of trade protection for 

thousands of heavily subsrdized small corn farms in Mexico, would result in a massive exodus of 

Mexrcan peasants to the U S 

Pro-kafta forces 

2’ 
Most of the major U S business associatrons strongly supported NAFTA These included the 

/ i -----_- __ 
‘--- National Assocration of Manufacturers, the U S. Chamber of Commerce, the Business 

Roundtable, the Councrl of the Americas, and the U S Council of the Mexrco-U S Business 

Committee 5 The majority of small U S business groups also believed the free trade pact would 

benefit then bottom lines Most mainstream U S economists were also m favor of NAFTA 

-. Steeped in the free trade doctrine of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, they saw NAFTA as a 
7. ,’ 

we win-win situation for both countnes The Republican Party in general had strongly backed 
- -- -..- __ ---.--.--~___ 

President Bush’s negotiation of NAFTA and could be counted to stand wrth their private sector ~, --A---------. . . . _ 

constrtuents Finally, most Hispanic business and political groups, even though on balance 

&liated to the Democratic Party, were supportive of NAFTA Indeed, durmg the Bush 



5 

Adn~mstration, the Democratrc h’atronal Comn-nttee’s formal oppoation to NAFTA fast-track 
I 

alienated many Hispanic c&en groups 6 

A.&N&a Forces 

In their book, The Mafia Debate, Delal Bauer and Sidney Weintraub state, “in Washington, rt is 
I 

probably easier to orgamze a coahtion against somethmg than rt 1s in favor of somethmg ” The 
I 

political coahtron formed in oppositron to NAFTA aptly proves this pomt Such politraans and 
I I 

issue/advocates on the liberal and conservative wmgs of the U S pohtrcal spectrum, such as 
I I 

entrepreneur Ross Perot, Repubhcan pohtician and Washington pundit Pat Buchanan, consumer 
I I 

rights advocate Ralph Sader, and former Democratic Cahfornia Governor Jerry Brown all were / 
I 

umtecl m rabid opposnion to NAFTA U S organized labor, pnncrpally led by the largest umon 

-. 
federation, the AFL-CIO, stood staunchly m the arm-NAFTA camp Facing sharply dechning ---Tr- 

/ memb,ershp, the AFL-CIO argued forcefully that KAFTA would result in the relocatron of 
_.-- - - -- 

thousands of U S compames to Mexico causing massive job losses Also, the AFL-CIO feared 
I 

that rn, the dynamrc economrc environment engendered by KAFTA, new U S job creation would 

hkely be non-muon Many U S labor leaders saw NAFTA as a politrcal pact aimed at supporting 

an unpopular, corrupt, and authoritarian government in Mexico ’ Labor’s strong posmon agamst 
I 

NAFTA weakened the Democratic Party’s wrll to support this free trade agreement Another 
I I 

strong ,al.ly of the anti-NAFTA forces were California and Florida producers of sugar, grapes, 

oranges, avocados and other crops where Mexico was perceived to hold a price advantage. In 
I I 

Flonda:s Dade County alone, the Farm Bureau estunated that NAFTA would result in farm job 

losses totalling 17,000 ’ Obviously not all U S farmers were anti-NAFTA, U S corn, wheat, 
I 

soybean farmers were well positioned to benefit from the opening of the Mexrcan market U S 
I I 

envrrox$nental groups also generally came out against NAFTA These groups believed that 

uncontrolled growth would aggravate Mexico’s environmental woes and worsen U S pollution 

along the border U S consumer groups also jomed the NAFTA debate expressmg concerns 
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about low safety and health standards of Mexican consumer products Above all, conservatrve I 
popuhst Ross Perot, fresh from a solid performance as a third party presidential candrdate, 

personally led and financed a grass roots movement agamst free trade with Mexico 

Presrdentral Strategy 

In the first half of 1993, President Clinton shied away from the raging debate on NAFTA, 

focusing on domestrc economrc issues related to the budget deficit As part of hs political 

strategy, President Clinton tasked U S Trade Representative Mickey Kantor to mitrate 

negotrations with Mexico and Canada on the labor and envxonmental side agreements These 

negotiatrons began in May 1993 

The stgning of the environmental side agreements in August 1993, was a major plus for the 

President’s efforts The direct involvement of Vice President AI Gore, a zealous envrronmentalist, 
I 

m the creatron of a NAFTA environmental oversight comnnttee was another important 

concession to the environmental lobby By forcing NAFTA members to strictly enforce their 
I 

envrronmental laws, subject to tripartite review, many powerful U S environmental NGOs as the 

ivorld Wildlife Fund, Nature Conservancy, Audubon Society, Defenders of WiIdhfe announced 

then support for NAFTA” Although other key orgamzations such as the Sierra Club continued 

to oppose NAFTA, the divisions wrthin the U S environmental community for all practical 
I 

purposes neutralized the environmental lobby as a factor m the debate 

Having successfXlly obtained passage of hts budget reduction package in August 1993, and 
I 

armed with side agreements to pacify the environmentalists, if not organized labor, President 
I 

Chnton entered the pohtrcal stage as the leading proponent of NAFTA President Chnton’s pubhc 
I -- *-.e 

relations offensive began in September 1993, when he convened former Presidents Ford, Carter, 

Reagan and Bush to the White House in a show of solidarrty for NAFTA The effect of this 

meeting was to highlight to the American public the critxal importance of NAFTA to U S 
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economic secunty and to underscore the br-partisan nature of the free trade coahtron Following 

thrs event, Presrdent Clinton went on a natronwrde campaign of public appearances and speeches 
I 

m favor of NAFTA President Clinton spoke to busmess groups, academrcs, students, newspaper 

editors and environmental groups Bnlliantly using the Presidency’s bully pulpit, President Chnton 

stressed that a trade policy of engagement and competitiveness was the most effective instrument 

to generate growth, lobs and economrc secunty He extorted hrs audience to confidently serze the 

challenge and opportunity of the new global economy to revitalize America and blasted the nay 

sayers as pessimists who sought to take Amenca on a backward march House Mmority Whrp 

Newt Gingrich said the turning point in the effort to round up GOP votes came when Clinton 

cntlcrzed labor for its opposrtion Gmgrich said, “it said to alot of our guys that, If he’s gomg to 

take that kind of risk in takmg on the unions, how can I turn my back on lum?“” 

The ahti-NAFTA forces continued a bhstenng assault on the agreement Ross Perot staged a 
I 

number of 30 mmute televtsed mfommerctal highly critical of NAFTA The AFL-CIO also 
I 

mounted a nationwide effort playmg on public fears of massive job losses Worse, Democratrc 

Majonty Whrp Davrd Bonior defected from the Presrdent’s ranks and became a passionate critrc of 

NAFTA 

With only ten days remainmg before the Congressional vote and wrth the outcome increasingly 

unce&n, the Clinton Administration was given a unique opportunity to weaken the credibility of 

Ross Perot, the agreement’s leading opponent In a debate hosted by CAX’s Larry King, Vice 

President Gore used his considerabIe debating skills and expertise in trade policy to clearly 

articulate the President’s free trade message Most media commentators as well as opmron polls 

declared Gore and NAFTA the easy winners 

In the days leading to the vote, President Clinton and Whrte House were forced to cut a number 
--- _.__ 

of dea.Is to sway undectded Congressmen ___-------------- ----_c Many of the last-minute arrangements involved 



benefits for U S farmers For example, a critical swing vote was Florida’s Congresstonal 

delegation Most remamed undecided m order to extract major concesstons from the 

Admmistration m support of the State’s citrus, sugar and vegetable farmers, including tougher 

safeg@trds to protect crop prices Others, such as Floyd Flake, a New York Democrat, obtamed 

a small busmess project in hrs distnct in return for his vote on NAFTA’* Clinton also assured a 

wary Republican leadership that he did not intend to play pohtics wrth NAFTA and sent a public 

letter to Congress stating he would defend Republican and Democratic supporters of NAFTA 

against labor attacks Presrdent Clmton recerved strong support from the Repubhcan side 

The pro-NAFTA coalitron was assured on November 17, 1993, when the House of 

Representatives ratdied NAFTA by a close vote of 234-200 The House vote paved the way for 
I 

the Prestdent’s easy victory in the Senate wrth a margm of 70-30 

Conclusion 

President Chnton’s success in creatmg a broad coalitron in favor of NAFTA was one of his 

greatest legrslative victories The President’s use of a ratronal approach on trade pohcy premised 

on the rrnportance of free trade to U S economic security gave the intellectual fiber to the 

pohtrcal debate Later the President’s savvy strategy to neutralize the enwonmental movement by 

negotiating the side agreements weakened the opposrtion The President’s ability to secure the 

support of the former Presidents, his public speaking campaign’s direct appeal to the people, 

Gore’s debate victory over Ross Perot, and the President’s flexibility in cuttmg backroom deals 

wrth undecided Congressmen all were integral building blocks of a classic politrcal campaign to 

manage an unwieldy political process Finally, President Chnton, a Chief Executive who has been 

been c)itrcized for lack of true convection and principle, demonstrated on thrs issue the vision and 

leadership to fight for a controversial Issue he deeply beheved to be in Amerrca’s interest, and 

used all of the powers of the Presidency, as well as his own considerable talents, to set America 
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on a radically new trade policy dlrectlon 
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